
Business & Human rights

Course objective:

His course addresses the emerging field of business law and hu-
man rights. 
Traditionally, international human rights norms have constrained 
the behavior only of states, not of private actors. Furthermore, 
the leaders of most corporations have viewed profit generation 
as their most important objective by far. However, over the last 
several decades, and especially in the last ten years, activists, 
consumers, and governments have increasingly pressed bu-
sinesses – especially large, multinational corporations based in 
Western countries – to address human rights, the health of the 
environment, corruption, and other “social” concerns. Opinion 
on the extent and nature of these responsibilities varies widely, 
but no business operates completely unconstrained – national 
laws and regulations, societal expectations, and individuals’ 
own internalized values shape what company personnel consi-
der to be acceptable acts and activities. 

Many companies now expect their in-house and outside coun-
sel to advise them on new legal rules and social expectations in 
the areas of human rights and social responsibility, as well as 
traditional business law. 

The lecture starts with a normative framework based on consul-
tation with all key stakeholders, which shows what businesses 
and states should do, and which is made operational through 
guiding principles that provide a blueprint fo how to do it. 

The resulting regulation can take many forms, and can come 
from multiple sources and directions, such as national policy, 
legislation, and regulation, multistakeholder standard setting 
initiatives, industry trade association guidance and rules, judi-
cial and non judicial dispute resolution, company processes and 
practices, and the advocacy of civil society, as well as targeting 
international legal instruments to name a few.
At the end of the course, the student should be able to:
Understand the main legal issues concerning the application of 
Human Rights to business and companies.

Prerequisite:
To take this course, the students must have some ability to work as 
a group and for those whose mother tongue is not English, be able 
to communicate easily in English. The course is based on a mix of 
profiles and backgrounds for a more diverse international learning 
experience, which is why we don’t require students to have taken 
such or such specific course before but participating students must 
have a good general university level (from 2nd year of Bachelor / 
Undergraduate).

. Human Rights and Global Governance Gaps
The primary focus in this course is on multinational corpora-
tions (MNCs). Due to core principles of corporate law (e.g., the 
separate legal personality of parent company and subsidiaries, 
coupled with limited liability of investors), as well as of internatio-
nal politics (e.g., national sovereignty and the absence of a single 
global regulator), MNCs pose regulatory challenges not posed by 
national firms. 
2. UN Responses
II. The UN Guiding Responses
3. The GPs and Commentary
4. Strategic Paths to the GPs
5. Foundational Debates
6. Ethical Perspectives, Legal and political perspectives
III. ADVANCING THE CORPORATE RESPONSIBILITY TO RESPECT
7. Advocacy
8. Policy Guidance
9. Access to Capital
10. Human Rights Due Diligence
11. Corporate & Securities Law
12. Extraterritorial Jurisdiction

Workload 
18 hours Class teaching + 18 hours homework = 36 hours 

Assessment
Students will be asked to either: 

- give a 30 minute presentation in a group of 3 on one of the 

topics covered in each class 

OR

- submit a paper on a topic covered in the course (length: max 

3 pages). 

Then, participation also takes part in the evaluation and to 

finish, the final written exam takes the major part in the final 

grade

- Introduction : history and evolution of the Human Rights notion;
- Human Rights and International Humanitarian Law;
- International Human Right systems : from organisations to treaties;
- Regional Human Rights Systems : from the European Court of Justice to the Or-
ganisation of American States;
- The role of Non-Governmental OrganisationS and civil society in Human Rights 
protection;
- The current Human Rights issues: a look at the future.

The format of the class is oriented at discussion and interaction. Students are 
called on at random to answer questions and discuss issues raised in the relevant 
readings they have been given before the class.
Indeed, before each session, students are given readings they have to prepare 
before going to class in order to be able to discuss them.

Recommended reading:
John Ruggie, Just Business: Multinational Corporations and Human Rights

Internet resources:
The most comprehensive online resource is the website of the London - based Bu-
siness & Human Rights Resource Centre (www.business -humanrights.org).
Among other things, it keeps a running tab on companies that have adopted a hu-
man rights policy (http://www.business - humanrights.org/Documents/Policies) 
and it provides free weekly updates, including of allegations against companies and 
company responses. 
Also see Institute for Human Rights and Business (www.ihrb.org); Shift (www.shift-
project.org); 
and Human Rights and Business Dilemmas Forum (http://human - rights.unglo-
balcompact.org).

Teaching language: English

Teacher in charge of the 
course:  Aurélien Raccah, 
PhD, Faculty of Law

Specialist lecturers:   
Dr. Ioannis PANOUSSIS, 
Dean of the Law Faculty  

ACADEMIC CALENDAR: 
24 May to 22 June 2018

18 hours

3 ECTS credits

1. Course Presentation

2. Content

3. Ressources
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